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A Front Porch Travelogue
Missouri for the Holidays
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Introduction

For those not familiar with the Front Porch 
Travelers, let me take a moment to introduce 
you. They are six senior citizens who have 
become very real over the past many years 
that they’ve been presenting the travelogue for 
Activity Connection. Couples Nell and Truman 
McGiver and Bert and Ethel Davis join sisters 
Mabel and Maude Gunderson in their virtual 
adventures around the world. Click here to learn 
more about the Front Porch Travelers.

http://www.activityconnection.com/meet-the-mcgivers/
http://www.activityconnection.com/meet-the-mcgivers/
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Where do you call home? Is it where 
you were born and raised? Lived 
most of your adult life? Or where 
you currently reside? The word home 
means different things to different 
people but generally is the place where 
our hearts reside. This December, the 
Front Porch Travelers are exploring 
holiday events in their home state 
of Missouri and reminiscing about 
memorable past holidays. 
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Truman Knows His History

The state of Missouri is located in 
the U.S. Midwest on the Mississippi 
and Missouri Rivers. It is named 
after the indigenous peoples of the 
Missouri Sioux and means “he of the 
big canoe” or “wooden canoe people.” 
It shares a border with eight different 
states and is fondly known as the 
“Show Me” state. 
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This nickname is believed to 
have originated in 1899 when 
Congressman Willard Duncan 
Vandiver said in a speech in 
Philadelphia, “For thy eloquence 
neither convinces nor satisfies me. 
I am from Missouri. You have got 
to show me.” 
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Today, this unofficial but enduring nickname can be found on the 
state’s license plates and has come to typify Missourians as stalwart, 
sometimes stubborn people strongly rooted in common sense. It 
should come as little surprise that the state animal is the mule. 
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On August 10, 1821, Missouri joined 
the Union as the 24th state. This 
event was preceded by many months 
of acrimonious debate by Congress 
before the 1820 passing of the Missouri 
Compromise. The purpose of this 
measure was to maintain a balance of 
power between the North and South. 
To that end, Missouri was admitted to 
the Union as a state that allowed slavery 
and Maine, newly separated from 
Massachusetts, as a free state. 

https://www.history.com/topics/abolitionist-movement/missouri-compromise
https://www.history.com/topics/abolitionist-movement/missouri-compromise


Page 8

In addition, the measure mandated that 
slavery be prohibited in any new states 
north of Missouri’s southern boundary. 
The Missouri Compromise was ruled 
unconstitutional in 1857 by the Supreme 
Court. An ordinance was passed on 
January 11, 1865, abolishing slavery 
in Missouri, and on December 6,1865, 
the 13th Amendment of the United 
States Constitution was ratified, thereby 
abolishing slavery throughout the country.
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In the early days of America, Missouri 
served as a hub of commerce and 
transportation. The city of St. Louis, 
known as the “Gateway to the West,” 
was the starting point in the 1800s for 
the westward movement of settlers. To 
commemorate this important role, the 
Gateway Arch in St. Louis was built in 
1965. It reaches a height of 630 feet tall 
(192 meters), and on a clear day you 
can see 30 miles (48 kilometers) in any 
direction from the top. 
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Some of the things Missouri is 
best known for is Kansas City-
style barbecue, Budweiser beer, 
tornadoes, the Ozark Mountains, 
the Kansas City Royals baseball 
team, lots of caves, and the town of 
Branson, believed by many to be the 
“Live Music Capital of the World.

https://www.bransontourismcenter.com/
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Discussion Starters

• Missouri borders eight different states. How many can you name? 

• Do you know your state’s nickname?

• If the name of the place where you live reflected your personality, 
what might it be called?

https://www.britannica.com/topic/List-of-nicknames-of-U-S-States-2130544
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Nell Knows Her Trivia 

• The birthplace of the Pony Express, a symbol 
of the old west, was St. Joseph, Missouri. 
These fearless riders carrying the mail 
on horseback traveled more than 1,800 
miles (2,897 kilometers) from St. Joseph 
to Sacramento, California from April 1860 
until October 1861. They braved, among 
other things, rough terrain, extreme weather 
conditions, hostile natives, and outlaws.

Even though I’ve lived in Missouri for all but 20 years of my life, I find I still have much to 
learn about the state I call home:

https://www.history.com/news/10-things-you-may-not-know-about-the-pony-express
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The state capital, Jefferson 
City, was named for Thomas 
Jefferson, the third president 
of the United States.   



Page 14

The state bird is the bluebird, 
the state tree is the flowering 
dogwood, the square dance is 
the state dance, and the state 
musical instrument is the fiddle.   
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The state flag, officially adopted 
on March 22, 1913, was designed 
by Mary Elizabeth Watkins 
Oliver. It consists of three 
horizontal red, white, and blue 
stripes. The Missouri coat of 
arms in the middle is surrounded 
by 24 stars symbolizing it as the 
24th state admitted to the union.
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The 1904 World’s Fair held in 
St. Louis was the birthplace of 
the ice cream cone. When an ice 
cream vendor ran out of cups 
to hold the ice cream he sold, 
he asked the neighboring waffle 
maker if he would provide 
rolled-up waffles to take their 
place. He could, they did, and 
the ice cream cone was born.
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Anheuser-Busch, maker 
of Budweiser beer, calls 
St. Louis home, and the 
largest beer-producing 
plant in the country is 
located there.
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In 1873, Susan Elizabeth 
Blow opened the first public 
kindergarten in the U.S. in  
St. Louis. She later 
established a school for 
kindergarten teachers as well.   
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The first parachute jump 
from a plane took place on 
March 1, 1912, at Jefferson 
Barracks in St. Louis.
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On May 20, 1927, Charles 
Lindbergh flew the first nonstop 
solo transatlantic flight, from 
Long Island, New York, to Paris, 
France. He named the plane the 
Spirit of St. Louis in honor of the 
businessman from St. Louis who 
funded the project. The flight 
took 33 and one-half hours.
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There are quite a few famous people 
who hail from Missouri. They 
include actors Ginger Rogers, Dick 
Van Dyke, and John Goodman; 
singers Josephine Baker and Chuck 
Berry; authors Laura Ingalls Wilder, 
Maya Angelou, and Mark Twain; 
Walt Disney; journalist and TV 
anchorman Walter Cronkite; and 
33rd U.S. president Harry S. Truman.

https://www.thefamouspeople.com/missouri.php
https://www.thefamouspeople.com/missouri.php
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Kansas City, Missouri, has 
more miles of boulevards 
than Paris and more 
fountains than any other 
city in the world except for 
Rome, Italy.
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The Madonna of the Trail 
monument in Lexington, 
Missouri, is one of 12 placed 
in each of the states crossed by 
the National Old Trails Road, 
the route of the early settlers 
traveling from Maryland to 
California. The statues symbolize 
and honor the brave women 
who helped settle the west. 

https://www.roadsideamerica.com/story/28991
https://www.roadsideamerica.com/story/28991
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Discussion Starters

• Can you imagine what it must have been like to be a rider for the 
Pony Express? Would you have enjoyed a career as a Pony Express 
rider? Why or why not?  

• How do you like to eat ice cream? In a bowl or in a cone? What 
flavor ice cream do you like the best? 

• If you have a computer handy, check out the place you call home 
to see what important people were born or lived there.
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Bert Presents Places to See 
What Christmas means to me...

One of six children, I was born in Memphis, 
Tennessee, and raised primarily by my mother 
and grandmother. My dad was a musician who 
was away on the road more than he was home. We 
didn’t have much money, but thanks to my mom we 
never felt poor. She had pinching pennies down to 
an art form. Christmas, a time of giving, was pretty 
much a miracle in our household. It wasn’t about 
what could be bought but rather what could be 
made from the heart. 
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We started in July and each of us kids 
made a little something for everyone. 
Looking back, I have to chuckle at some 
of the things we came up with and so 
proudly gifted. I remember one year I gave 
my mom a scrawny kitten courtesy of the 
neighborhood stray cat. You would have 
thought I gave her the moon despite that 
it was one more mouth for her to feed. 
Those were some of the best years of my 
life and, because of them, Christmas will 
always be my most special holiday.



Page 27

This Christmas, I’m taking us to 
Branson, Missouri. It’s not just 
a place to hear music and be 
entertained but also a place to get 
in the holiday spirit no matter what 
holiday you celebrate. Here are 
some fun and festive things to see 
and do in Branson:

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=icX1yZ6dXzg
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• Be dazzled by the more than one 
million lights twinkling merrily 
on trees and buildings.

• Attend the Most Wonderful 
Time of Year Parade, complete 
with floats, animals, classic cars, 
and some of the most popular 
Branson performers along with 
a special appearance by Santa 
and Mrs. Claus.
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• Ride on the Branson Scenic Railway
magically transformed into the Polar
Express. Enjoy cookies and hot chocolate
on the hour-long train ride while
listening to the Christmas story and
singing along with Christmas carols.

• Don’t miss Dolly Parton’s Stampede
Christmas Show featuring singing,
dancing, trick-riding exhibitions, a live
nativity and, since it is a dinner show,
lots of delicious food.

https://dpstampede.com/branson/christmas-show
https://dpstampede.com/branson/christmas-show
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• Shop at Kringles Christmas 
Store for just about anything 
you could want or dream of 
for the holidays. 

• Visit Silver Dollar City to 
experience an old-time 
Christmas. This festive theme 
park has great shopping, 
entertainment, and a nightly 
tree-lighting ceremony.

https://kringlesbranson.com/
https://kringlesbranson.com/
https://www.silverdollarcity.com/theme-park/Festivals/An-Old-Time-Christmas
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Discussion Starters

• Have you heard of Branson, Missouri? If you are a country music fan, 
you most likely would enjoy visiting there.   

• Do you enjoy parades? Do you recall the last parade you attended?  

• When you see Christmas lights and decorations, how do they make 
you feel? What memories do you recall?
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Maude Takes Us to St. Louis 
What Hanukkah means to me...

Although my heritage isn’t Jewish, my dear 
husband’s was. During the four years Jack and 
I got to spend together, we loved celebrating 
Hanukkah. To this day, so many years after his 
death, I continue the tradition. I enjoy everything 
about the eight days of this holiday—the lighting 
of the candles on the menorah, the reciting of 
prayers, singing of songs, gathering of family, 
giving of gifts, and eating lots of fried potato 
pancakes known as latkes and jelly doughnuts. 
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Come with me to St. Louis where 
we can:

• Gaze in wonder at beautiful light 
displays found at the Winter 
Wonderland at Tilles Park and 
the Way of Lights at Belleville. 
Belleville is technically in 
Illinois, but is still considered 
part of the St. Louis area. 

https://www.tripsavvy.com/tilles-park-winter-wonderland-christmas-light-display-3137124
https://www.tripsavvy.com/tilles-park-winter-wonderland-christmas-light-display-3137124
https://www.tripsavvy.com/way-of-lights-christmas-display-3137122
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Visit Anheuser-Busch Brewery, 
which is decked out for the 
holidays and a fun place to take 
the grandkids. They can ride on 
the Brewery Express train in the 
Kid Zone and enjoy a holiday 
movie on a big screen. After 
enjoying the festivities, warm up 
at the Soup Bar with some hot, 
delicious soup.  
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Ride on the Polar Express train 
at the St. Louis Union Station. 
The journey features scenes 
from the book with the same 
name as the train, and kids 
receive a souvenir gift. 

http://polarexpress.com/the-book/
http://polarexpress.com/the-book/
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Check out the shops along 
Antique Row on Cherokee 
Street. The stores serve 
cookies, and there is live music 
and holiday entertainment.
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Visit the not-to-be-missed Missouri Botanical Garden during the holidays. Here 
you can listen to Christmas music in the garden, enjoy the Hanukkah Festival 
of Lights with a symbolic lighting of the menorah followed by Jewish music and 
dancing, and celebrate the seven days of Kwanzaa with music, storytelling, and 
crafts to purchase. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SqxgXvbi5qc
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Discussion Starters

• Do you have some special memories of Hanukkah celebrations? 
What are some of your family Hanukkah traditions?

• If you celebrate Kwanzaa, what are some of your family traditions?

• Are you familiar with the book and movie The Polar Express? Is it 
part of your family tradition to read the book or watch the movie 
during the holiday?



Page 39

Mabel Takes Us to Arcadia Valley  

What Christmas means to me...

Maude, our sister Margaret, and I were 
fortunate to have progressive parents 
who believed girls could and should do 
anything and everything. That being 
said, it was not unusual to find under 
our Christmas tree an assortment of 
tools, sports equipment, and other 
nontraditional items for gifts.
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The Christmas that stands out in my mind 
was the year Maude was given a chemistry 
set. As I recall, it wasn’t a child’s toy but 
rather a sophisticated kit for conducting 
all kinds of experiments. It was supposed 
to be quite safe, but even so, Maude was 
cautioned to use it in the garage and only 
under direct adult supervision. Maude 
being Maude did just the opposite. She 
snuck it into her bedroom under the 
“supervision” of our dog Ollie. 
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She somehow managed to create a 
solution that exploded, sending green 
foul-smelling slime everywhere. In the 
resulting chaos, the Christmas turkey was 
burned as Ollie and Maude ran through 
the house dripping slime wherever they 
went. My very proper grandmother got 
the vapors and had to lie down, but our 
parents took it in stride. We ate hot dogs 
that year for dinner, and I could not have 
been happier.
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Come with me to Arcadia Valley, 
located just 80 miles from St. Louis, 
for the annual Christmas in the 
Valley Festival. There you will:

• Watch a parade of homemade 
floats proudly created by schools, 
local organizations, and families.

https://missouri-vacations.com/events-entertainment/christmas-in-the-valley/
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• Attend the traditional lighting of the Courthouse Square. 

• Shop to your heart’s content at the many Christmas-themed shops in 
the downtown area. 
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• Stop by the Arcadia Valley 
Station to see the historic 
trains on display.

• Take a horse-drawn 
carriage ride. 
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Discussion Starters

• Did you ever participate in making a float for a parade? If so, 
would you share details about the float and the parade?   

• Are you a train buff? Would you like to visit a train museum? Is 
there a particular train ride you recall? 

• Have you ridden in a horse-drawn carriage? If so, would you share 
your recollections of it?
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Mabel Takes Us to Arcadia Valley  
What Christmas means to me...

When Bert and I were newlyweds, our first 
Christmas was spent at Fort Bliss Army Base 
in El Paso, Texas, where he was stationed. 
We are both from large families, and the 
fact that there was just two of us felt strange 
and more than a little lonely. Neither of us 
wanted to admit that, so went out of our way 
to make it the best holiday possible. Though 
we were short on money, we were long on 
love, and so nothing else much mattered. 
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If you remember the story “The Gift of the 
Magi,” you can anticipate what happened 
that first Christmas. I bought Truman a 
decorative guitar strap he had noticed in the 
music store window, not knowing he had 
sold his beloved guitar to that very same 
music store to get my gift—a frame for my 
cherished autographed photograph of Louis 
Armstrong. Unfortunately, I had sold that 
photograph for the money to buy his present. 
Oh boy, did we laugh when we opened our 
gifts (and I must confess, shed some tears). 

https://www.smithsonianmag.com/history/history-o-henrys-gift-magi-180973840/
https://www.smithsonianmag.com/history/history-o-henrys-gift-magi-180973840/
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The next year, we were making 
more money, and I gifted Bert with 
a guitar like the one he sold, and he 
got me an even better autographed 
picture of the great “Satchmo.” 
Through the years we have been 
blessed with beautiful Christmas 
celebrations but agree nothing has 
quite matched that very first one.
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Come join me in Kansas City, Missouri,  
where we’ll:
• Head over to Longview Lake Park for the 

Christmas in the Park celebration. Here 
you will see over 300,000 lights and many 
Christmas decorations, including almost 
200 animated figures. It’s a magical place 
for children and adults alike. 

• Enjoy the displays of the holiday customs 
of the German, French, and English settlers 
at the Fleming Park Christmas Festival.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=j-yEA0X_YGI
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Check out the Hallmark Visitor Center, 
because you “care enough to send the very 
best.” Here you can learn about the history 
of this beloved greeting card company and 
see all the Christmas trees decorated over 
the years by Hallmark employees for the 
founder, Joyce Hall. The last one was a quilt-
themed one done in 1982, the year of her 
death. The television commercials of holidays 
past playing continuously on a loop are 
guaranteed to tug at your heart strings. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=F2Y-yC7izUc
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• Go to the Crown Center Mall, where 
you can see the 100-foot-tall Mayor’s 
Christmas Tree along with toy trains, 
larger-than-life nutcrackers, and 
wrapped gift boxes under the tree. 
The mall also has a gingerbread 
village and an outdoor ice rink.

• Take a drive through the mile-long 
Christmas light display at Swope Park. 
Bundle up and roll your car windows 
down to hear beautiful holiday music.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uB6tA2cmun4
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Discussion Starters

• Are you familiar with O. Henry’s short story “The Gift of the 
Magi”? Do you feel there is a lesson to be learned from this tale?  

• Are you a fan of Hallmark cards? Do you still send Christmas 
cards to people? 

• If you could decorate the perfect Christmas tree, what would it 
look like? What decorations and ornaments would you include?
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Before we leave you to your holiday preparations, Nell wants 
to tell you about the McGivers’ most memorable Christmas: 

Truman and I have been blessed with a lifetime of 
memorable Christmas celebrations with cherished family 
and friends. We agree, however, that the one that stands out 
in our minds is the one we spent with strangers in 2013. 
That was when we learned about a family in need of help. 
The father had just lost his job, and the mother was battling 
cancer. All their savings had gone to her treatment, and they 
and their six young children were about to be evicted from 
their home. 

A Few Parting Words
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The Front Porch Travelers stepped 
in and “adopted” the family. They 
moved into our house along with 
their dog Gus. Everyone chipped 
in and, along with donations from 
the community, gave those sweet 
children the best Christmas they ever 
had. It still warms our hearts to think 
of it and to know that because of the 
generosity of many, this dear family 
was given a new start in life. 
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We hope you enjoyed our “at 
home” holiday in Missouri. We 
look forward to a new year of 
traveling beginning next month. 
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The End 
(Or is it just the beginning?)

HAPPY NEW YEAR!
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